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actual problems encountered by school leaders and the knowledge that 
they use to find solutions to those problems. This paper presents 
findings of a study that explored the problems faced by members of a 
graduate educational-administration class. The participants, 22 
practicing public school administrators, first recorded the decisions 
and problems that they had faced over the span of one week. They then 
analyzed the problems according to 17 knowledge-base domains, as 
outlined by the 1993 Yearbook of the National Council of Professors 
of Educational Administration. The study sought to identify which 
portion of the educational-administration knowledge base that 
practicing administrators utilized. The findings show that vice 
principals spent more of their time on student problems than did 
principals, and that principals spent more of their time on student 
problems than did district-level administrators. On the other hand, 
district administrators spent more time with school-routine-related 
decisions than did principals, and principals spent more time with 
these decisions than did assistant principals. Principals and 
assistant principals dealt primarily with concerns related to student 
services and human relations, while district administrators were 
involved most frequently with personnel and education-management 
decisions. Overall, the participants felt that they had a 
considerable degree of control over their decisions, and that they 
encountered well-structured problems on a repeated basis. In general, 
they were able to relate the problems to their school districts’ and 
schools' visions. (Contains seven end notes.) (LMl) 
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The 1993 Yearbook of the National Council of Professors of 
Educational Administration 1 contained an outline of the knowledge 
base in educational administration. While the authors of that 
knowledge base were quick to point out that this was but one 
possible "outline," they did present some survey evidence that that 
particular outline, unlike a number of other outlines 2 , was based 
upon a consensus among practicing administrators and educational 
administration faculty. 



This exploratory study follows that version of the knowledge 
base. However, while that earlier work reported that survey 
"results were coalescing around seventeen knowledge base sub- 
fields," 3 that agreement pertained to the knowledge base — not what 
portion of the knowledge base practicing administrators were 
actually utilizing. As Prof. Kenneth Leithwood has said 



...there is almost no empirical evidence describing the actual 
problems that are encountered by school leaders and the 
knowledge that expert leaders use in their solution. 4 



This exploratory study began with each member of a graduate 
educational administration class making a list of the decisions and 
problems they faced over the span of a week in April (1995). They 
were asked to keep contemporaneous notes, or at least summarize 
their problems/decisions at the end of each day. That list 
provided the raw data for this research. The class was composed of 
twenty two practicing public school administrators — twelve 
assistant principals, seven principals, and three district level 
administrators, including one superintendent, all having five or 
fewer years of administrative experience. 



Each participant defined what constituted a problem/decision, 
in terms of their own thought processes. Generally, the 
participants mentioned individual problems/decisions which they 
faced in sequencial order during the day, requiring some response. 
Very few over-arching problems were listed, perhaps suggesting too 
much "busyness" and too little reflectiveness. Here are some of 
those problems/decisions: 
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1. What kind of new slide should be ordered for the kindergarten 
playground? 

2. What consequences should follow for second grade students who 
stole books from the book fair? 

3. How can we obtain additional funding for a Spanish class? 

4. What should I say to a girl who says she might be pregnant? 
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5. What advice should I give to a first year math teacher whose 
students exhibit a lack of understanding? 

6. Teacher #1 is unhappy with teacher #2 about her lack of 
responsibility for her students at recess. As principal, what 
should I do? 

7. I thought I had probable cause for searching a student for 
drugs, but none were found. Now the students are laughing at 
my suspicions. What should I do? 

8. How can I help a parent who is asking for my help? His son is 
refusing to come to school . 

9. "Mathletes" — how many teams, busses, etc.? 

10. Two fights at lunch; no conflicting stories. Is suspension 
always the right consequence? 

11. Took student home for medicine — parents not home. Should I 
allow the student to get and take the medicine? 

12. A school bus has just returned to school; students out of 
control . What should I do? 



Having collected the data, each practicing administrator was 
asked to analyze their list in the following ways: First they were 
asked to partition their problems/decisions into a set of 
categories proposed by Leithwood, 5 and secondly to partition them 
among the seventeen categories in the above mentioned knowledge 
base. Thirdly they were asked to identify the "degree of control" 
they had over each decision, and fourthly to assess the "well- 
structuredness" of each decision. Fifthly they were asked about 
the extent to which each decision was susceptible to a "vision- 
related" solution, and finally they were asked to rate their 
competence in making each decision. 

Prof. Leithwood partitions the kind of problems administrators 
face into those pertaining to the internal workings of the school 
and those stemming from external sources: 



Internal 

1 . 

2 . 

3. 

4. 

5. 



workings of the school : 

Teachers (e.g., assignment of teaching duties, conflict 
among teachers) 

School routines (e.g., attendance, budget) 

Students (e.g., abuse, evaluation) 

Parents (e.g., communication, involvement in school) 
Other (e.g., non-teaching staff, plant, special events) 



External 

1 . 



2 . 



sources: 

Trustees, the state board, and outside agencies 
social service groups, community health groups) 
Other 



(e.g. , 



In a monthly series of interviews from September to April, 
involving twenty-seven elementary principals and twenty-five 
secondary principals and vice principals, he found that "outside" 
problems encountered by these administrators amounted to only 19 
percent of the total . 
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For the sample in this exploratory study the percentage of 
"outside” problems was 15 percent of the total. However, this 
varied widely by type of position. The percentage of external 
problems for the district level administrators in the sample was 54 
percent; for principals, 10 percent; and for vice principals, 5 
percent. Since Prof. Leithwood's sample included a higher 
percentage of principals, it is not surprising that his percent of 
the total was slightly higher than for this sample. 

Considering just internal problems/decisions, the entire 
sample of administrators spent 

21% on Teacher related problems/decisions, 

13% on School Routine related problems/decisions, 

34% on Student related problems/decisions, 

11% on Parent related problems/decisions, and 
21% on Other internal problems/decisions 

Again these percentages varied by the type of administrative 
position. Assistant principals spent 

18% on Teacher related problems/decisions, 

9% on School Routine related problems/decisions, 

45% on Student related problems/decisions, 

10% on Parent related problems/decisions, and 
18% on Other internal problems/decisions 

Principals spent 

24% on Teacher related problems/decisions, 

17% on School Routine related problems/decisions, 

22% on Student related problems/decisions, 

11% on Parent related problems/decisions, and 
26% on Other internal problems/decisions 

District level administrators spent 

24% on Teacher related problems/decisions, 

24% on School Routine related problems/decisions, 

10% on Student related problems/decisions, 

15% on Parent related problems/decisions, and 
27% on Other internal problems/decisions 

As one would expect, vice principals spend much more of their 
time on student problems/decisions — mainly student discipline — than 
principals; and principals spend more of their time on student 
problems/decisions than district level administrators. 

As experience would suggest, just the opposite pattern was 
found with regard to school routine related problems/decisions, 
parent related problems/decisions and "other" problems/decisions. 
District level administrators spend more time with school routine 
related problems/decisions than principals; and principals spend 
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more time with school routine related problems/decisions than 
assistant principals. And basically the same pattern appears to 
hold for parent related problems/decisions and "other" 
problems/decisions . 

The main goal of this exploratory study was to answer the 
question "what portion of the knowledge base do practicing 
administrators utilize?" 

595 problems/decisions were analyzed and categorized into 
seventeen knowledge base domains. Here, by percentage, is how 
these problems/decisions were coded within the knowledge base 
domains : 

19% Student Services (mainly student discipline) 

10% Personnel 
10% Human Relations 
7% Curriculum 

7% Administration of Special Programs 
6% School Public Relations 
6% School Facilities 

• 5% Historical, Social, Cultural, and Philosophical 

Foundations 
4% Learning Theory 
4% Systems Analysis and Design 
4% Site-based Leadership 
4% School Finance 
3% Educational Leadership 
2% District /Community Leadership 
2% Education Management 
2% Research Methods 

305 of those problems/decisions were addressed by assistant 
principals. They were categorized as follows: 

28% Student Services (mainly student discipline) 

11% Human Relations 
9% Personnel 

7% Historical, Social, Cultural, and Philosophical 
Foundations 

6% Administration of Special Programs 
6% School Law and Policy Development 
6% School Facilities 
5% Curriculum 

5% School Public Relations 
4% Learning Theory 
4% Systems Analysis and Design 
2% Educational Leadership 
2% Site-based Leadership 
2% Research Methods 
1% Education Management 
1% School Finance 

1% District/Community Leadership 
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254 of the total sample of 595 problems/decisions were 
addressed by principals. They were categorized as follows: 

10% Human Relations 

10% Student Services (mainly student discipline) 

9% Personnel 

9% School Public Relations 
7% Curriculum 

7% Administration of Special Programs 
7% School Finance • 

6% Site-based Leadership 
5% School Facilities 

5% School Law and Policy Development 
5% Systems Analysis and Design 
4% Learning Theory 
4% Education Leadership 
4% Education Management 

3% Historical, Social, Cultural, and Philosophical 
Foundations 
3% Research Methods 
2% District/Community Leadership 

Just 36 of the total sample of 595 problems/decisions were 
addressed by the small sample of three district level 
administrators. They were categorized as follows: 

17% Personnel 

14% Administration of Special Programs 
10% District/Community Leadership 
10% Curriculum 
7% School Law 

6% Student Services (mainly student discipline) 

6% School Public Relations 
6% School Finance 

6% Historical, Social, Cultural, and Philosophical 
Foundations 
6% Research Methods 
3% School Facilities 
3% Learning Theory 
3% Human Relations 
3% Education Leadership 
0% Education Management 
0% Systems Analysis and Design 
0% Site-based Leadership 
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